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THE NETWORKPLACETM© PHENOMENON: 
APPLYING A MULTI-DISCIPLINARY APPROACH TO 
RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 
 





A new paradigm of work is presented to us by the shift in focus from a service to a 
knowledge based economy where the place of work, its location, duration, character, 
quality, and management are changing dramatically.  The burgeoning trend towards 
inter-organizational collaboration has changed the ways that businesses operate and the 
ways that employees interact.  The workplace, and consequently workplace designers 
must respond in equally innovative ways by developing, implementing, and 
maintaining smart and healthy workplaces.  This study represents one example of an 
increasing proportion of architectural practice dealing with unfamiliar contexts, 
beyond the experience of individual practitioners and the conventional wisdom of the 
profession collectively.  It is posited that no single disciplinary approach to both 
research and practice in the field of contemporary workplace design can suffice.  This 
paper discusses preliminary outcomes of the NetWorkPlaceTM© study together with 
outlining the rationale behind the conceptual basis of the research and the proposal for 
adopting a multi-disciplinary approach in order to inform the workplace design process 
across networked organizational settings. 
 
Keywords:  Workplace design, Network, Socio-technical, Inter-organizational, 
Collaboration, Multi-disciplinary, NetWorkPlaceTM© 
 
1.  Introduction 
 
The work in progress of a case study investigating the networked context of 
organizations engaged in a strategic supply chain alliance is presented in this paper.  
Through collaboration within a multi-disciplinary host project, the NetWorkPlaceTM© 
study explores the experience of being-at-work from the perspective of linked 
communities of interest, in order to extract an understanding which will inform the 
workplace design process within and across networked organizations.  The global 
context of the network society is discussed in terms of the influence of the knowledge 
economy and the phenomenon of ubiquitous connectivity, resulting in the trend 
towards inter-organizational collaboration.  The current state of the art in relation to 
workplace design is briefly explored with an emphasis on the role of participation.  
The case study research presently being undertaken is outlined, indicating how a multi-
disciplinary approach provides the potential for encouraging, developing, and 
implementing strategies to achieve smart and healthy workplace design solutions in an 
inter-organizational context.  This is achieved by providing a basis for expanding the 
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range and richness of understanding of factors that are shaping and defining 
interactions across networks. 
 
2.  The Context 
 
The global economy, characterized by an almost instantaneous flow and exchange of 
information and capital provides a view of the societal framework that is the overall 
context of the NetWorkPlaceTM©.  Within this structure, firms and economic units of 
all kinds attempt to arrange their production relationships to maximize innovation, 
flexibility, and coordination, resulting in a new kind of organization and management 
hierarchy [1,2,3].  Castells’ [4] network society provides a description of the global 
environment within which contemporary organizations are operating.  It is however, 
how the organizational actors in localized sites interpret their world and construct their 
own social order within this broader context, which is the prime focus of this study. 
   The dynamic world of competition, the pressure for companies to be innovative, the 
realignment of corporate activities, and the re-invention of business now dominate 
organizational life.  The creation of new knowledge, the effective capture of existing 
knowledge, and the efficient transfer of knowledge both internally and externally, have 
been widely written about as the essential ingredients for organizations to achieve and 
maintain competitive advantage [5,6,7,8,9,10,11].  It is argued however, that there is a 
lack of contingent knowledge about the micro-level processes enabling the creation 
and dissemination of knowledge leading to innovation [12,13].  McIntosh [14] 
suggests that in today’s marketplace, “the only sustainable competitive advantage is 
the ability to innovate again and again and again.”  It is widely held that innovation, 
the heart of the knowledge economy, is fundamentally derived through social activity 
[15,16].  Knowledge is embedded in people and knowledge creation occurs in the 
process of social interaction [17,18].  If it is accepted that the physical characteristics 
of workplaces can support such interaction, which in turn leads to innovation, there is a 
need to look to the people and their experience of being-at-work for a deeper 
understanding in order to inform the workplace design process. 
 
3.  Inter-Organizational Cooperation 
 
Alliances between organizations are becoming increasingly important in the strategies 
through which organizations attempt to secure advantages in the marketplace.  
Networks as such, are not new structures of human practice but through the 
interconnection of individual nodes, powered by the information transfer capabilities 
of linked technologies, they have taken on a totally new significance, coordinating 
decision making through decentralized horizontal communication systems [19].  These 
new forms of commercial entity are dominating western economies and society in 
general, “outcompeting and outperforming vertically organized corporations and 
centralized bureaucracies” [4, p.70].  The network enterprise has transformed business 
management into networks of cooperation.  Based on Castells [4] theories, what is 
important today for workplace designers is not so much the independent corporations 
themselves, but rather that corporations are organized together through networks or 
alliances. 
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   Similarly, the concept of the supply chain is neither new nor revolutionary.  
However, the burgeoning trend towards inter-organizational collaboration and the 
development of communication channels through technology innovations have 
provided new directions and commercial opportunities in the quest to achieve 
competitive advantage [20,21,22].  In the past, companies have focused primarily on 
achieving manufacturing and quality improvements within the confines of their own 
organization.  Now their efforts extend beyond those boundaries in an attempt to find 
innovative solutions [23,24,25,26].  This is changing the ways that businesses operate 
and the ways that employees interact.  The workplace, and consequently workplace 
designers must respond to this challenge in equally innovative ways if strategies are to 
be developed and adopted in practice to ensure that smart and healthy workplace 
environments are created. 
 
4.  The Current State of the Art 
 
What has become a changing paradigm due to the inter-organizational context is not 
only the spatial boundary of physicality as the source of sociability, but inclusion of 
the spatial expanses of the network community as an additional expression of social 
organization [27,28,29].  This reshapes the intellectual and professional challenge for 
architects within contemporary organizational settings 
   Hartman’s [30] research highlights that an organization’s physical environment is an 
often overlooked and under-utilized intangible asset.  Buildings both set limits and 
offer opportunities for various behaviors to occur.  Pugsley and Haynes [31] report the 
need to undertake detailed studies of individual workgroups to thoroughly understand 
their working methods and needs for different workplace settings as an essential part 
of the design process.  Importing designs and standards from elsewhere is unlikely to 
be successful and in larger organizations, different approaches are likely to be required 
for each workgroup depending on their business and operational needs.  This becomes 
even more critical where the network entity crosses organizational boundaries.  Such a 
state of the art presents an opportunity and it is noted by Duffy [32], a research need.  
He suggests that had architecture been a more research based profession, programmes 
of research using comparative data from cumulative case studies could have been 
initiated to demonstrate the effectiveness, as well as the efficiency, of using the design 
of the working environment to achieve strategic business purposes. 
   What is being proposed through the NetWorkPlaceTM© study, involves both the 
process and purpose of architecture. Thomsen [33, p.88] suggests that “we can be as 
creative about the process [of architecture] as we are taught to be creative about the 
product”.  The first step, Rowe [34] suggests, is to get architects and non-architects to 
work together to realign the source of creativity [35,36].  As architects, we need to be 
good at listening to what client’s needs are, we need to be better at accepting what 
other disciplines have to offer, we need to access and adapt to a broader knowledge 
base. Through cooperation and collaboration, with the application of more than one 
intellect, more than one body of experience, and more than one viewpoint, we can 
strive for more successful project outcomes.  The job of architecture thus stated, 
depends upon contributions from many. 
 
 4
5.  Design from a Qualitative Perspective 
 
The strategies available in qualitative research, the first-hand encounters with or within 
a specific context, are most able to describe the subjective experience of how people in 
their own world situations make sense of their environment and their actions.  It 
acknowledges the role of interpretation in the lived experiences and also in the 
collection and presentation of data.  Qualitative methods applied in this way, seek to 
describe or explain social and physical phenomena within complex contexts and seek 
to consider the relevant phenomena in a holistic manner [37].  Research and practice in 
this sense become co-dependent, each being informed by users’ experience of 
something uniquely inherent to them or their situation. 
   Manuel Castells has formulated his concept of the network society from a radical 
structuralist perspective, a view shaped most definitely from the positivist, determinist 
tradition.  Central to this position is the idea that “social facts exist outside of mens 
[sic] consciousness and restrain men [sic] in their everyday activities” [38, p.26].  In 
advocating a qualitative, interpretivist approach, the  NetWorkPlaceTM© study adopts a 
position akin to what Goles and Hirschheim [39] term paradigm interplay.  This stance 
allows for the cross-fertilization of findings from studies in one paradigm, to be 
introduced in such a way that they can be recontextualized to inform the framework of 
studies conducted within a different research paradigm, to produce a new state of 
awareness [40]. 
 
6.  A Multi-Disciplinary Approach 
 
In the context proposed, the NetWorkPlaceTM© study suggests that an appropriate 
staring point for designers is a need to understand the nature of relationships associated 
with collaborating organizations and supply chain processes in order to understand the 
concept of relative dependency and mutual benefit within such strategic alignment 
frameworks [41,42].  “An ever-increasing proportion of architectural practice involves 
unfamiliar circumstances beyond the experience of individual practitioners, and 
beyond the conventional wisdom of the profession as a whole” [43, p.8].  The 
NetWorkPlaceTM© study posits that no single disciplinary approach to either research 
or practice in the area of workplace design can suffice and strongly suggests that a 
multi-disciplinary pluralist approach is more appropriate.  If it is accepted that the 
leading edge of workplace design practice is being driven by demand from a 
commercial world itself in the midst of rapid change, then the production of 
knowledge via research to underpin practice, must be closely tied to that of research in 
the field of influence [44].  The key feature of such a multi-disciplinary model is that 
research and practice need to be closely integrated and context specific [45,46]. 
 
7.  The Case Study 
 
The NetWorkPlaceTM© study is being undertaken in collaboration with a host project 
investigating the interactions of three commercial organizations, involving a strategic 
supply chain alliance which extends a distance of over 12,000 kilometres across 
Australia, from manufacturing, through transportation, to assembly and installation.  
The actual chain encompasses the casting and rolling of steel components in South 
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Australia, which are then transported for storage, final assembly, and installation 
throughout the State of Queensland.  The study interest encompasses the interactions 
between members responsible for enabling the operational processes.  The research is 
being conducted over a two year period by a multi-disciplinary team comprising 
industry practitioners and academic researchers from four different universities.  The 
aim of the host project initiative is to formulate a methodology which can be 
implemented in order to investigate the optimisation of supply chain operations, whilst 
contributing at the same time to knowledge in the various disciplinary fields.  Within 
the umbrella of the multi-disciplinary collaborative research environment provided by 
the host project, the NetWorkPlaceTM© study aims to establish a methodology to 
identify and articulate the factors impacting on cooperation across workplace 
environments within a networked business context.  This will be utilised to ‘inform’ 
the workplace design process, differentiated by the unique context of networked 
settings. 
   Research into supply chains over the past decade has shown a persistent bias in that 
there has been a distinct focus on the operational and technical aspects.  The dominant 
research paradigm has been positivist, employing quantitative methods, and usually 
conducted from a single disciplinary perspective [47,48,49,50].  The host case study 
seeks to overcome identified biases by exploring a supply chain from a holistic 
perspective, utilizing non-positivist, qualitative methodology and a multi-disciplinary 
perspective.  It has been concluded from the literature that there is little consensus 
regarding which theories inform supply chain management generally [51,52,42] and 
consistent with the beliefs of the industry practitioners involved in this project, a need 
has been identified for research to adopt a multi-disciplinary approach.  Importantly, 
this highlights the involvement of architects in the overall research process, together 
with the relevance in practical terms, of the built environment as an organizational and 
inter-organizational support system in the enabling of both functional processes and 
social practices.  The NetWorkPlaceTM© study, by being embedded in a multi-
disciplinary approach, provides the opportunity for drawing upon multiple views when 
exploring the fundamental issues and also the opportunity to triangulate on a set of 
facts from several explanatory positions to test the intellectual coherence of alternative 
perspectives. 
 
7.1.  The Research Disciplines 
The key areas of research were defined following initial identification of the network 
interactions and mapped using the supply chain council’s proprietary operations 
reference software (SCOR), complemented by the application of a corporate risk 
management assessment tool to identify the critical processes, and thus the disciplinary 
components.  The multi-disciplinary streams which now constitute the major project 
research effort are focused on exploring, from a networked context, the supply chain 
processes, corporate governance, information systems and technology, social 
networks, and physical workplace environments.  A multi-disciplinary model has been 
developed to guide the research activities of the team.  The logic of the model’s 
formulation was driven by the process and disciplinary interdependencies and is 
briefly outlined following. 
   Supply chain processes are defined as being contained within the supply chain 
management discipline.  As suggested by the literature, defining supply chain 
processes in a consistent manner which the actors across the network can comprehend, 
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is a challenging task and as mentioned, was achieved by application of the SCOR 
software.  This tool brings order to the diverse activities that make up the supply chain 
and provides common terminology and standard process descriptions enabling the 
supply chain to be described unambiguously and communicated consistently across the 
network [53,54].  This has allowed the project to be accurately scoped and the team to 
establish precise research boundaries by defining the network entity’s processes, 
supporting mechanisms, and interdependencies.  The next major challenge became to 
identify how the individual organizations within the network are formally constituted 
in order to evaluate the legal enablers and constraints imposed on the inter-
organizational operations and relationships. 
   Corporate governance issues are defined as being contained within the legal 
discipline.  The governance component encompasses the range of issues relating to 
statutory obligations, contractual arrangements, hierarchical structures, and the general 
management and decision making policies and processes enmeshed in the web of 
relationships within and across organizations.  This aspect of an organization perhaps 
more than any other influences the structural and contractual relationships which 
individual firms may enter into and which in turn determine the type and amount of 
information which organizations are officially permitted to disclose and/or share with 
allied organizations.  This leads directly onto identification of the critical knowledge 
and information component. 
   Information systems and technology are defined as being contained within the 
knowledge management discipline.  This is an immensely complex area but in this 
project the main focus of the research centres on what and how information is shared 
(both formally and informally), what technologies are utilised and to what extent they 
are compatible. The next logical component integral to the study focus relates to the 
social networks interacting and sharing information across the chain. 
   Social networks are defined as being contained within the organizational 
management discipline.  This component is critical in order to elicit an understanding 
of the social implications for communication, cooperation, and interaction within and 
across organizational boundaries.  From a theoretical perspective, inter-organizational 
networks (ION’s) are described as groups of legally separate communities of interest 
connected to each other by exchange relationships.  These can be formal contractual 
arrangements focused on complementary goals or informal relationships tied by 
common bonds, sustained over time [55].  Such relationships have been shown to have 
a profound influence on supply chain management, due mainly to the degree of 
cooperation between members [56].  The current research seeks to explore the type and 
nature of existing relationships in order to identify the issues which when evaluated 
against theoretical constructs, could be best utilised to inform management practices 
and in turn the design of physical environments across the supply chain.  Social 
networks have been shown to be important influences in the acceptance and diffusion 
of innovation by individual members in firms [57,58] and thus have particular 
relevance for practical intervention. 
   Workplace design is defined as being contained within the architectural discipline.  
The physical workplace is considered as an essential mechanism to both directly 
support and sustain the network’s social and technical infrastructure.  It plays a leading 
role in symbolically reflecting organizational structure and image, together with 
enabling supply chain processes and social networks.  The workplace component 
completes the multi-disciplinary model formulated to guide the research effort. 
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7.2.  The Theoretical Framework 
The logic of the multi-disciplinary model assumes that the research approach will yield 
both distinct insights within and common understandings for each of the disciplines 
involved.  By combining the techniques used and the understandings gained within a 
collaborative framework, and by ensuring that the research effort is directed towards 
common goals, a methodology to holistically investigate supply chain management 
can be established, with the consideration of physical environments as an integral 
component.  Whilst this approach has enabled a working model to be devised to guide 
the research, and whilst each independent discipline has its own theories upon which to 
draw, it was seen to be lacking a firm and cohesive theoretical foundation to control 
the overall research effort and to validate the findings.  To ensure a robust research 
process could be guaranteed, the team sought to situate the investigation within an 
existing theoretical framework. 
   This was achieved by combining two well established fields, that of socio-technical 
systems (STS) and inter-organizational network (ION) theory.  These were considered 
to be compatible with the research task, the context, and the proposed methodology as 
preliminary investigation strongly indicated that both technical and social issues were 
influencing the supply chain interactions.  A return to the principals of the socio-
technical movement has been validated in previous research [59].  It has been 
concluded also that the prospects for successfully implementing supply chain 
innovations are greatly enhanced by adopting a socio-technical, rather than the 
narrower technical approach as has been the case in much of the early supply chain 
management research [60].  This implies also the inclusion of the participative design 
concept [61] which grew out of socio-technical systems theory and is compatible with 
the epistemology adopted for the current research.  The original socio-technical 
theories and principles developed by Emery and Trist [62,63] were based on a model 
confined to the firm.  Due to the nature of supply chains functioning as inter-connected 
operating systems, resulting in the emergence of one network entity, ION theory 
provides for interactions across the boundaries of different firms.  This has been 
extended to encompass intra-organizational networks because in large organizations, 
groups and individuals within the same legal entity often exhibit behaviours toward 
each other as if they were from separate firms.  This is an important consideration 
which the supply chain management literature appears to ignore. 
   The theoretical framework adopted has been given the acronym of STIION’s and has 
to date, provided a sound ideological structure within which to situate the multi-
disciplinary aspects of the research in a way which allows each to interact with and 
inform the other.  It has provided a way to design the research inquiry mode which 
encompasses both individual disciplinary and host project research objectives to be 
considered, and both the industry and academic agendas to be pursued without 
compromise to any of the interest areas.  If necessary, it seems capable of 
accommodating various research approaches without redefinition or adjustment in the 
future.  The conceptual STIION framework is providing rich opportunities for the 
current research being undertaken from the perspective of an interpretivist orientation 
and in particular for the workplace component by expanding the range and depth of 




8.  Preliminary Outcomes 
 
The SCOR model proved to be comprehensive and enabled the supply chain processes 
to be defined by experts of the system, however it did not provide an easily accessible 
language for those working at the operational levels of the chain.  People seem to 
prefer a mapping process that utilises easily recognizable symbols relevant to their 
own work reality.  The governance structures, perhaps because of the nature of the 
organizations involved, appear to constrain rather than facilitate interaction across the 
chain.  These will remain problematic as long as they are based around the notion of 
the firm existing to maximize shareholder wealth rather than embracing the concept of 
cooperation and sharing in order to reap benefits across the entire chain.  
Technological and information systems compatibility across organizational boundaries 
presents scope for large scale improvements to be implemented in the systems 
integration area.  Inter- and intra-organizational social networks were found to be 
extremely important to interaction as most participants in the study show a preference 
to rely on personal relationships rather than embedded systems to get the job done.  
The workplace (NetWorkPlaceTM©) component of the study is yielding insights which 
highlight distinct conflicts between management and operational levels in both 
attitudes and desires.  These are yet to be analysed in depth but appear to revolve 
around how the physical environment addresses issues of power, control, status, trust, 
privacy, autonomy, and interaction to mention the most significant.  What has emerged 
from the different multi-disciplinary perspectives continues to drive the research 
interaction.  From this is built a shared reality which is a pre-requisite for decision 
making in the overall research process.  An important lesson has been that to support 
collaborative research, comprehensive systems and processes must be implemented to 
integrate the activities and coordinate the various components. 
 
9.  Conclusion 
 
Although the NetWorkPlaceTM© study is primarily concerned with the role of 
designers and the design process in the practice of architecture, the realities of dealing 
with the complex interacting issues pervading organizations and network relationships 
demands that a multi-disciplinary approach is adopted.  In this context, architects, like 
other specialists, simply cannot function in isolation.  This is not an obstacle for the 
various professions, but rather an opportunity for knowledge exchange.  The pursuit of 
innovative solutions, driven by the desire to share information and understanding in a 
collaborative environment, will benefit all.  It is anticipated that this will greatly enrich 
the quality of data that can be used to ‘inform’ the design process, beyond that 
generally available through the traditional architectural brief.  It is suggested from the 
experience of the research to date that a richer interrogation process, underpinned by a 
willingness to engage in a multi-disciplinary approach and to collaborate between 
research and practice, can contribute to the formulation and implementation of built 
environment strategies ensuring smarter and healthier workplaces of the future.  This 
discussion has outlined the rapid emergence of network entities and signalled a way 
for workplace designers operating in this context to expand their methods of inquiry. 
The STIION framework offers the potential to further develop a practical methodology 
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